Introduction
When the city of Wilhelmshaven published an account of its not so long history in 1958, veteran journalist Hermann Ahner identified two heydays:
1 the era from 1897 to 1914, when a German navy had first come into being and the era from 1935 onwards, when Germany again expanded its navy. In this post-war account, highlights of Wilhelmshaven's history coincide with eras of major armament efforts, hinting at Wilhelmshaven's peculiar collective memory, which revolved around warfare and more precisely around maritime warfare. From May 1916, the naval city had a shorthand term for its collective memory: the word 'Skagerrak'. The name of the strait between Norway and Denmark quickly came to serve both as a symbol of German maritime strength and of Wilhelmshaven's contribution to the First World War.
What had happened there? On 31 May 1916, north-west of the Danish coast, the German High Seas Fleet (Deutsche Hochseeflotte), which had been stationed in Wilhelmshaven, and the British Grand Fleet had run into one another more or less accidentally. The result was the 'Battle of the Skagerrak', known to the British as the 'Battle of Jutland'. However, the 'biggest naval battle in history' 2 had no significant influence upon the First World War: it did not put an end to the British blockade of the North Sea which cut off Germany's trade and supply routes; the British navy retained its relative superiority. In this respect, the Grand Fleet correctly maintained that it had won a victory. On the other hand, the German navy had managed to sink twice the amount of tonnage and the British navy had lost twice as many lives. Thus, the German navy fervently claimed victory for Germany.
Celebrations in the Weimar Republic
The heart of the narrative that formed around this battle was thus the notion of Skagerrak as a great victory and as an indication of German superiority. As always, memorializing one aspect of the past implies that other aspects are best forgotten. The victory was used to repress the experience of the disastrous end of the German navy, as the epicentre of the German revolution of 1918, and to reclaim the 'honour' of the navy allegedly lost. 3 The concepts of comradeship and loyalty -both considered specifically German traits 4 and supposedly the source of the victory -counteracted accusations of mismanagement by the navy's leaders. The battle perfectly fitted the fleet development programme of the Kaiserreich, which had focused on preparation for a decisive battle against the leading sea power, England, in the waters around Heligoland. Thus, the battle was remembered in order to guard against the view that German fleet-building had poisoned British-German relations in the first place and had in this way contributed to the outbreak of war. The comrades who had fought the battle were heroes, and as heroes they served as a model for future generations. This account of the battle also provided a framework for interpreting the history of Wilhelmshaven. Just as the battle seemed to be the German fleet's finest moment, it was also considered the finest moment of the fleet's home base. The battle had been Wilhelmshaven's contribution to German war efforts, and the only effort the city of Wilhelmshaven could possibly have provided. It also provided the framework for interpreting the depressing present of the city during the Weimar Republic. Due to disarmament in the aftermath of the Treaty of Versailles, Weimar Germany almost entirely lacked naval forces -a catastrophe for a city exclusively orientated towards the navy. The memory of the glorious battle implied that, as soon as possible, Weimar Germany needed a powerful navy again.
6 These ideas were formative for the construction of the city's history for a whole generation. The Social Democrats' weak attempts to challenge the dominant narrative failed and were soon abandoned.
The form of memorialization began to take shape from 1921 onwards, when many of the elements appeared for the first time. The formalization of festivities was an attempt to turn the living memory into a rite. Veterans' societies such as the Stahlhelm, ubiquitous during the Weimar Republic, or the multitude of local navy veterans' associations (Marinevereine) joined forces to perform a torch-lit parade on the evening of the 31 May which was followed by a ceremonial tattoo (Großer Zapfenstreich) and by veterans' reunions. The navy held a memorial service at Wilhelmshaven's war cemetery (Ehrenfriedhof ) the following morning. The march of veterans' organizations to the cemetery, which, at that time, was also known as 'Skagerrak-Friedhof' or 'Heldenfriedhof' ('Heroes' Cemetery'), re-enacted the transportation of the bodies of those fallen in the battle in 1916. Veterans' associations also frequently joined the official navy parade after this service. Marches and parades firmly inscribed the battle onto the city's map. Usually, a memorial service in the Navy Garrison Church (Marine-Garnisonkirche) concluded the festivities. An athletics event, the Skagerrak Memorial Games (Skagerrak-Gedächtnisspiele), was held each year. During the celebrations, Wilhelmshaven's citizens decorated the city's streets with black, white, and red garlands. Shop windows displayed black, white, and red flags, and navy memorabilia. The local newspapers regularly featured reports of the celebrations and an account of the battle itself on their front pages.
